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few days we were unspeakably bored. \Ve
had arrived in the middle of the winter-and such a bad
winter it happened to be-so that we were not allowed. to
play out of doors for days on end. Nobody ever came to see us, because of the impossible state of the roads. The peasants that lived
near our property had all sent their children to the village for the
winter. "It's too cold for them down here," said our Uncle Athanasius, "besides, they've got to go to school."
"\Vhy don't we go and live in the village too?"
"Because we've got this big house; they only have mud huts
out there in the fields; they can only live in them during the
summer."
'Ve tried to find some comfort in the thought that we at least
wouldn't have to go to school that winter. But it was not really
a comfort-rather a cold, joyless pride, envy turned the other way
round. Perhaps it is only much later in life that one begins to
feel some pleasure in saying: "I am different from the others."
Anyway, not going to school was the only satisfaction we had
left. Because the excitement of the "big house" was robbed from
us. \Ve loved big houses, we longed for big houses; the house
we lived in bafk home, in the town we had been forced to leave
"owing to financial difficulties" as M9ther told us before kissing
us goodbye, was much, much smaller than this, But what was
the use of it? \Ve weren't allowed to explore the new house and
organize it into the enormous hunting-ground we had dreamed
of, The day we arrived, Uncle Anthanasius ordered the ground
floor to be closed up completely. "Too cold for the children,"
he had said, "stone floors in all the rooms-quite impossible to
heat them, the fireplaces don't work. \Ve shall move everything
upstairs,"
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And so in a flash all the windows of the ground-floor were
closed and sealed, the furniture covered, the doors locked, and
we were sent upstairs without even having had time to take one
look at it before it receded behind us in complete irrevocable
darkness. \Ve climbed the stairs-slowly, oh, so reluctantly, while
the maid whipped away a stool, which by some criminal forgetfulness had been allowed to remain in the condemned areaand we suddenly felt weighed down by a sense of doom, as if the
ropes had been cut and we were drifting away in a life-boat, leaving the old dying ship to'sink ~1I by itself into the fathomless sea.
Just before we reached the landing, the old grandfather-clock in
the dining-room below struck the hour, all muffled behind the
locked door. Then Zizi (she had been christened Zenobia, but
everybody called her Zizi) burst into tears, as the maid told us
in a cold, cheerful voice: "\Vell, it won't go on striking much
longer now, there will be no one to wind it up down there."
All during that day however, we heard it striking, still persevering in its utter solitude and abandon. Zizi wept. and Paddy
and I stared out of the window in consternation.
But when the clock did stop striking. exhausted at last, about
a week later, none of us noticed it. By then we had grown used
to the upper floor, had even come to like it. The very fact that
it was limited to a few rooms only, that it was cut away from the
world and packed tight, had made it much easier for us to adopt
it. It had quickly formed itself into a shell. a warm, consistent
shell. Every particle of air in it was breathable. domestic. no
cold, upper layers of it spreading out of reach over one's head,
under high remote ceilings, Instead of the keen, hard challenge
of conquest which the enormous hunting-ground had offered us
in our imagination. the upper floor gave us something we had
rarely known: intimacy.
The four rooms o[ our new kingdom stood in a row along the
passage. rather like in a hotel. Indeed, Paddy had painted small
black numbers over each door, in a fit of nostalgia for that distant
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period of our lives when we had stayed with Mother in a huge
hotel in Deauville. ,hat was why Paddy's numbers were most
impressive, nothing less than 663. 664. 665 and 666, instead of
plain one, two. three. four. He insisted on the rooms being called
by their numbers. and always put particular emphasis on them.
"Uncle, if you are looking for your spectacles, I think I saw
them in Room 66t-or was it Room 663? No, I'm sure it was
664·"
It was not only the disposition of the rooms that gave us the
impression of living in a hotel. It was also the fact that there was
no kitchen on the upper floor. Our meals were brought to us
on a huge tray. The maid cooked them outside the house, in
some mysterious cave or shed adjacent to the house. And so the
meals we ate had the exotic flavor of food which one had not
heard being planned, or seen raw, or smelt cooking. The maid
was amazed to find she no longer had any trouble in making us
eat what we were given.
Another thing that was new and exciting was the fact that our
maid slept in the room next to ours (Room 666), instead of
being relegated to some small dark room miles away up in the
attic. It was enough to change our whole attitude to her. \Ve
became more friendly with her, knocked on her wall at night
before going to sleep, called her name singingly, ("Ange·lical
Ange.lical") while her manner towards us became less abrupt.
But I suppose that was inevitable, since she and Uncle Athanasius
were the only people we saw.
After the first fortnight, we came to believe. quite offhandedly,
that we lived a completely ordinary life. \Ve were no longer
bored, nor surprised. And yet. without our knowing it-perhaps
not even Angelica and Uncle Athanasius knew it-we were drifting into an extraordinary state of timelessness.
\Vhen the clock downstairs had stopped striking, the only
means of telling the time we had left was Uncle Athanasius'
watch. A thick, round watch on a silver chain, with the whitest

Published by UNM Digital Repository, 1953

3

New Mexico Quarterly, Vol. 23 [1953], Iss. 4, Art. 3

KAY

CICELLIS

of faces-a chalky, opaque white which is out of fashion nowand delicate, spidery numbers, with curls and hooks, more like
letters than numbers; the kind of letters we were asked to copy
out hundreds of times at school in the Calligraphy Class. But
Uncle Athanasius' watch had only one hand, one thin, frail hand.
And that was not all: deep down in the secret parts of his heart,
Uncle Athanasius was no longer sure whether it was the long
hand or the short one. He pretended he was absolutely certain
it was the hand that showed the minutes; we were convinced it
was the hand that showed the hours. And so it happened that we
had two completely different versions of time. The watch would
be placed on the table and studied attentively, in deep silence.
Then Paddy would announce: "\Ve are somewhere in the middle of eight o'clock."-"No, no," Uncle Athanasius would say
indignantly, "we're not in the middle of anything. \Ve are exactlyat 14 minutes past."-"Past what?" Paddy asked. Then he
would grow terribly confused. have a small quarrel and in the
middle of it forget all about the time. Soon we be~an ~oing to
bed at extremely odd hours. Suddenly, in the middle of what was
perhaps the morning, Zizi would announce: ''I'm going to bed."
\Ve let her go. because we had no way of tellin~ her it wasn't
time for bed. She would wake up hours later, in the afternoon,
let's say, and tell us contentedly: "I've had such a wonderful
ni~ht." and it did not take the other two of us long to feel that
we had done what we had never been allowed to do before:
stayed up all ni~ht, kept a long exciting \'i~il while Zizi the baby
slept. The daylight outside never deceived us in our illusion;
it was nearly always the same, an even Wey, with occasional lurid
~lows from the storms. Most of the time anyway, the curtains
were dra\vn to keep the cold out, and the lamps burnt incessantly,
Sometimes we drew them apart and looked out at the still winter.
"It is dawn," Zizi would say, and "It is evening," Paddy said
from the other window. and they would go off each on their own
to fashion their separate worlds within the particular hour of
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the day they had chosen. Zizi would dream of dewdrops and
larks and cocks, and the first kitchen-smoke. Paddy would listen
to the owls waking up and the sheep going home. Then when
they had enough, they held a brief, friendly meeting during
which they exchanged hours. "Paddy, may I have your evening
now?"
,
One day, Paddy had a brilliant inspiration. Instead of swapping, instead of having one hour at a time, he decided to mix
the two together. "It shall be both evening and dawn!" he cried
triumphantly. After fa long session in Room 665, he came to us,
bright-eyed and almost demoniacal, to tell us of an extraordinary
vision about a brown owl chasing a lark through the wood and
wrapping him up in leaves drenched with dew-like a sausage in
cabbage, Paddy's favorite dish-till the lark's feathers were all
flattened down, making him look naked as a rat. The owl, awfully satisfied, went off to see the sea waking up, because it had
begun sighing for some time. Meanwhile the lark arose shivering
from the dewy leaves and looked around despondently; in the
distance he saw the lighthouse winking at him; he hopped over
to it painfully, and found it was not a lighthouse but a yellow
lamp in a barn, keeping watch over a flock of sheep huddled together in sleep. The lark gave a shout of joy and began rolling
over their wooly backs, up and down, until his feathers grew dry
and fluffy again. Then in his joy he began ringing all the bells
hanging from the sheep's necks, and they woke up, and they all
went out with the lark in the fields to have some food. "\Vas the
g-rass still wet with dew?" I asked. "\Vet !'eaves are bad for the
sheep's stomachs."-"How should I know?" said Paddy carelessly.
"You should know." Zizi said sternly. "\Vas it dawn or evening
when you went out in the fields to eat?" Paddy thought hard.
"It was neither evening nor dawn, it was something else," he
said finally, with great firmness, somehow satisfying us all; and
I think that was the last we heard of even such vague definitions
of time as morning, noon, evening. and the rest.
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One day, Uncle Athanasius decided it was fine enough for us
to go down in the garden for a short walk. "Fine enough" was
just a manner of speaking, really; what he meant was that it
hadn't rained for several days and the earth would be almost dry.
But the sky remained unchangeably grey. \Ve were pleased at
the prospect of going out into the garden, but not immeasurably
excited. I suppose we were right to feel that way, because when
we did go out, we hardly knew the difference. The garden had
the same closed intimate look as the upper floor; it covered us
beautifully. There was no distance, no perspective, because the
thick grey air pressed like a wall all around the garden railings,
but without interfering with the clarity of the garden itself. The
sky did not spread out; it stood erect, vertical around us, so that
we had no wish to go any further, and the .restless call of space
remained unknown to us.
Uncle Athanasius took us around very conscientiously. "This is
where your father liked to sit," he said showing us a stone bench
under the withered pergola. Then: "A huge mimosa-tree used to
grow here: but they had to cut it down because its roots were
destroying the house. A mimosa-tree has long thin leaves, and
yellow flowers with a very distinctive smell." He tried to find
something more to say about the mimosa, but all he could think
of was pure, amateur, aesthetic description, and of that he disapproved; he would have loved being a botanist to us. \Vith the
cactus he was not much more fortunate: "The cactus," he began,
"needs little water. it grows in the desert; I believe it is to camels
what the thistle is to donkeys."-"Do they flower?" interrupted
Zizi. And then he forgot himself: "Yes, yes-but very rarely, once
in the spring, I think: just one very beautiful white flower with a
bit of pink in the middle and juice in its petals: one single flower.
But notice the thorns," he went on hastily, "now these thorns ..."
He was so worried about our education. He would have liked
to teach us everything; he tried to find an instructive meaning
to offer us in every little happening of our life, in every conversa-
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tion. He had always dreamed of being a scholar, a WIse man
himself. But with his broken spectacles, his old Byzantine books,
his yellow paper and violet ink, he only managed to give out the
faintly stale, narrow-minded, obslture scholarliness of a monk.
He shared all his books with us; none was too difficult. Sometimes he even told Angelica to come and listen while he read to
us. "It won't do you any harm, h won't do you any harm," he
mumbled, getting everything ready for the ceremony. Angelica
didn't mind; she would listen with wonderful, absent-minded
quietness, and at the end of the reading lavished humble admiration upon him as if he had written all the books himself.
'Vhen we came back from our walk in the garden, Paddy
looked very downcast. Upstairs, I asked him: "'Vhat is the matter?" He lifted his head, and I saw he was changed, bewildered.
Then as if some evil. contagious germ from an alien world had
nestled in him. I grew frightened too, and cried: "Has anything
happened?" using that verb for the first time in a long, long
while. "The mimosa-tree," he said. "it is cut. it is gone; I can't
understand it." I could do nothing to- help him. I just stared at
him, frozen; then I left him- alone with his catastrophe, and
walked out of the room on tiptoe.
But a little later he came and found me. "Listen," he whispered excitedly, "it's alright. I saw the mimosa-tree. It is enormous, like a great parasol. and it is covered with yellow snow;
and its smell is not distinctive, as he said, but a mixture of powdered sugar and lemon. 'Vhen you sat under it, it made your
dress Aoat like a light."-"Did it?" I said. overjoyed. "And look,"
he went on, keeping the best part last, "there's no need to worry;
even if they do cut it down, there is another one growing just
a few yards off. And that one will never be cut down; never.""How do you know?" I asked. doubtful. He hadn't thought of
that; but he quickly got hold of a superficial, material reason.
and that was all we needed. "Because it doesn't grow near enough
to the house to harm it." he told me,
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At that moment Zizi joined us, and gave another severe blow
to the authority of Uncle Athanasius' information. "He was
wrong, the cactus has flowered," she said, "it is going to flower all
through the year."-"Have you touched it, Zizi, have you touched
it? Is it true that the petals are full of juice?"-"Of course," she
said, ''I'm touching it now, and now, and now-it is so full of
juice that I can feel a pulse in it."
\Vhen Uncle Athanasius called us for the usual reading, we
went in to him rather loftily, swinging our arms and smiling at
each other openly. But he soon got us listening to him again
with his stories. \Ve couldn't resist his stories for long. Except
when they were about living people. As soon as he opened the
old, creaking book and lifted his chin to focus his short-sightedness on the page, one of us always came out with the implacable
question: "Dead or alive?" \Vhen he said 'dead' (as was usually
the case), we sat back in our chairs in delicious relief, and
nodded approvingly for him to go on with the reading. It didn't
even have to be a story about someone like Digenis Acritus, the
Byzantine hero who died a thousand times and kept reappearing
in several parts of the Empire at the same time (although we
were terribly devoted to Digenis Acritus-but somehow he was a
bit too natural for us, too timeless and spaceless for us to be able
, to add anything to him). No, even if the hero had died only
once, we were satisfied; one single. simple death was enough to
make him as absolute as the mimosa-tree. One by one, Uncle
Athanasius let out through the door of death scores upon scores
of gaunt, wild-eyed, black-bearded heroes-through the narrow
door and into the open, where they suddenly scattered,. spread
out fan-wise and went galloping with us through eternity.
Then one day. there came a letter from Mother. Uncle Atha,nasius read it out to us in the same tone. in the same posture as
he read out the stories. Mother said she hoped we were not too
uncomfortable; she was having a terrible time fixing the Financial Difficulties, but expected to have everything settled by
Spring, and then she would come and join us. Zizi got very ex~
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cited about the letter; being the youngest, she did not realize it
was a letter, not a story; and the silly creature did not notice that
neither Paddy nor I asked the usual question: "Dead or alive?"
before Uncle Athanasius began reading the letter. She thought
Uncle Athanasius had suddenly discovered a new book in his
deep, wooden trunk, all about a new, exciting heroine. She fell
in love with her immediately. "I always loved her," was all she
could remember about Mother. Then she had a brainwave:
"Don't you think she would enjoy going for a ride with Digenis?"
-"She can't," we said gloomily, "she is in Paris." She looked at
us contemptuously. "Do you mean to say you didn't know Digenis was in Paris too?" \Ve were not impressed. \Ve looked Zizi
in the eyes, and said slowly: "She is alive." And Paddy added:
"Digenis will never reach her, no matter how fast he rides."
This incident seemed to throw a cloud over us. For several
days we did not allow Uncle Athanasius to read us any stories
about Digenis Acritus. Zizi was angry; she refused to speak to us.
Paddy was restless; he went to the window and parted the curtain
far more often than usual. \Vhen he dropped the curtain, he gave
a short sigh of relief, but it never really managed to smooth out
his face.
One day he confided to me: "I am worried," he said, "I don't
quite know what is the matter-but there's certainly something
wrong."-"Yes, but what?" I felt the same as he did, but I had
always been plagued with greater inarticulateness.
He made an effort. "As if everything were trying to go flat.
Look," he whispered, "I am planning an expedition. That will
settle it, either way. You can come if you like." He hesitated.
"I think you'd better tell Zizi too. It is rather important. I am
planning an expedition d?wnstairs."
"Downstairs!"
"\Ve've got to find out if it's still there. Go and tell Zizi."
Of course Zizi could not resist. She forgot all about her indignation. Our preparations did not take long. All we took was one
match each. \Ve waited patiently till lJncle Athanasius and An-
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gelica thought it was night-strangely enough their nights usually
coincided-we put on our thickest socks, and were off.
Paddy went first. He went very slowly, his head high, his left
hand stretched out on the bannister. He descended gradually,
smoothly, with none of the jerkiness of going down a staircase.
Zizi and I also got caught in his rhythmical movement, and we
glided endlessly, uninterruptedly~into darkness. \Ve didn't speak,
except for Zizi, who asked not long after we'd started: "Shall we
light our match?" But Paddy kept on saying worriedly: "1'0,
there might be light down there, there might be light."
Finally, we felt there were no more stairs. The marble floor
stretched around us, we had no idea how far. Yet it was strange,
we had no more sense of space here than we had had during the
walk in the garden. The very limited and the infinite had the
same effect on us. \Ve had no wish to reach the end of the darkness, just as we had felt no need to go beyond the grey wall of
air that pressed at the garden-railings,
In the darkness of the hall Zizi stretched, yawned, hummed,
already Happy. And I got ready to lie down. But Paddy turned
to us, full of urgency. "This isn't all," he said, "this is only the
hall. The dining-room's the thing-ah, here's the door." \Ve
heard him fum blingUor the key-hole. He found it, but did not
stoop'to look at once. \Ve gathered around him, holding our
breath. "Go on," said Zizi. He stooped. Then suddenly, "Look,
look," he murmured softly delirious, and he laughed. "Look,"
he laughed rapturously, and he made way for us. \Ve looked;
we gasped. Zizi gave a little cry and she hugged me with joy.
Utter darkness met our eyes through the key-hole. There was
absolutely nothing to be seen. Eternity's night, intac,t, was still
there to draw from; eternity's night was still there to keep the
upper floor afloat.
\Ve crept up the stairs again like mice, and went to sleep
straight away, with an extraordinary facility, because we had carried some of the darkness away with us.
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arrived very suddenly. No, perhaps that is not fair to
her. She arrived in spring, as sQe had promised. Spring had come,
only we didn't know it. Our lamps were still lit when Mother
came to tell us that the sun was shining outside.
When she told us about the sun, we weren't surprised, we
didn't contradict her. Zizi spoke up: "Of course it's shining, the
sun always shines, in big splashes." Mother just sniffed: "Oh, it's
stuffy in here," and she pulled the curtains wide open.
\Ve cried out loud; we crowded the window, and stared; it
was too beautiful. "Let me look, let me looK," cried Zizi, and
she pushed us apart violently. \Ve looked at her, rather surprised;
Zizi always used to say that her favorite way of admiring a view
was with her back turned to the window. But we said nothing.
\Ve thought this must be a new system she had found, and we
left her to it. Paddy went to find Uncle Athanasius, and I went
to see Angelica. But not for long. Soon all three of us met again
by that window, as if drawn by a magnet: Paddy arid I going back
to it with a hunger in our eyes, zizi leaving it with her eyes lowered in weariness, or was it already despair.
"The sea has been blue for five consecutive minutes," she said,
trying to smile.
"You must have stolen Uncle Athanasius' watch," Paddy joked
in return.
"Yes, that's right, I ti.med it," she said with sudden bitterness.
"Of course, it's a lovely blue," she admitted bravely as she went
a'\Tay.
In spite of this joking tone, Paddy did not believe her. He
went and stuck his nose to the window, for long, painful minutes,
still convinced he could conquer the view, satisfy the strange new
hunger of seeing with ordinary, mortal eyes. (So very much like
his mother's eyes, people said.)
"There it is':"yet nothing happens to it, nothing happens to
it," he said, and his new eyes grew fierce.
I left him and went downstairs. I was also puzzled by the view,
MOT HER
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but I had not taken it so much to heart as Paddy, because I was
still far too interested in the house itself to bother about the outside. I was still curious, still eager. Perhaps it was because I had
less imagination than Paddy or Zizi, and the outside world could
retain its value and power of attraction for me unchallenged by
any inner, rival vision. It beckoned to me now, and off I went,
forgetting in an instant what we had glimpsed through the keyhole of the ground floor.
I burst into the dining-room. It was flooded with light. Angelica was dusting the grandfather clock. It would begin striking
any minute, she said. I felt very much comforted by the thought:
the grandfather clock was saved, the grandfather clock was alright-then I never thought of it any more; the grandfather clock
became as good as dead to me.
I looked around for more satisfactions. I found a rockingchair, then pictures of birds, then a huge grape-fruit grown in
a bottle. At each of these discoveries, I renewed my unfaithfulness to the darkness that had once covered the dining-room; and
at each discovery I was trapped in the despair of another abortion. Daylight flooded the dining-room, continually giving birth
to new wonders: but the moment they were born, they were
locked away from me, caught in the deadlock of my insatiety.
"Angelica," I begged, "open this door."
"Darling, it is only the kitchen,"
"Angelica, Angelica," I cried, strangely agitated, ''I'm going
to break the bottle with the grape-fruit."
Upstairs. Mother busily opened the windows and shook out
the carpets. "At last, this house is going to come to life," she said
to Uncle Athanasius.
Down in the garden, Zizi found her cactus. It had flowered.
The flower opened to the sun, still and compact, carved in beauty
more beautiful than she had ever dreamed.
"I've touched it," sobbed Zizi in the garden, "what am I to
do now?"
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